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BETWEEN FANTASY AND REALITY: A CULINARY STORY FROM TEREZIN, 1943

UNKNOWN HOLOCAUST LITERARY LEGACY AT THE SYDNEY JEWISH MUSEUM
Jana Vytrhlik

With the end of World War | in 1918 came the finale of the Habsburgs dominance in
Europe, and the new state of Czechoslovakia was created. By the 1930s, over 350,000
Jews were living in the historical territories of Bohemia, Moravia and Slovakia. They enjoyed
relative stability and could go about their lives and develop their business.! However, this
ended abruptly in late 1938: first with the signing of the notorious Munich Agreement in
September, followed by the Nazi annexation of the Bohemian-Moravian border region
known as Sudetenland in October and the Kristallnacht in November. The day before
German troops invaded Prague on 15 March 1939, Slovakia declared its independence,
and its far-right government began collaborating with Hitler.

Following the occupation, the persecution of the 125,000 Czech and Moravian
Jews intensified. In Prague, as in the rest of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia,
Jews were excluded from schools, professional organizations and social life, were banned
from entering parks and playgrounds and were placed under a strict 8.00 pm curfew.
From September 1941, wearing the yellow star was compulsory for all Jews, including
children over & years old. The year also marked the beginning of the deportation of
thousands of Czech Jews. On 24 November 1941, a group of 342 young Jewish people
were sent by train sixty kilometres north of Prague to Terezin. Among them a group of
carpenters, electricians, masons and blacksmiths, called the Aufbaukommando. They
were to rebuild an old garrison into the infamous concentration and transit camp and
ghetto, and they were also its first prisoners. More transports from Nazi-occupied Europe
soon followed.

By the end of the war, more than 150,000 Jewish and other prisoners had been
deported to Terezin. It is estimated that 88,000 Jews were deported to the East to almost
certain death in the extermination camps. Some 35,000 Jews perished in Terezin.? Yet,
astonishingly, it was in this camp, amid death, hunger and human suffering, that a
complex cultural life developed. It has been systematically researched, resulting in the
well-known phenomenaon of Terezin art.?

The Zeckendorfs arrived in Terezin at the end of January 1942, Within two weeks,
Fred Zeckendorf was present at a Kaddish service for seven executed men. He drew the
scene later from memory, dating it 16 February 1942, and probably creating one of his
earliest Terezin artworks.* As the months passed and turned into a year, Fred may have
started planning for a gift for his wife Anna to mark the 23 anniversary of their wedding
day, 26 September 1920. Apparently, he decided to write and ‘publish’ an illustrated book
about food, the most coveted subject in Terezin dreams, yet most missing in the reality of

U Jan Lanieek, Czechs, Slovaks and the Jews, 1938-1948: Beyond Idealisation and Condemnation.
{(Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013}, 8-11.

? Terezin Memorial, “Research and Collection: Database of former prisoners”, accessed 24.11.2021,
www.pamatnik-terezin.cz/?lang=en.

* The literature on Terezin art is vast, and scholarly interest in the subject, whether visual, musical,
theatrical or literary, has grown in recent decades, with primary sources still being discovered and added
to anline collections. See “Artists of Terezin," Yad Vashem, accessed 28,11.2021,
https:/fwww.yadvashem.org/education/educationakvideosivideo-toolbox/hevi-terezin-ginz. html.

4 “Kaddish for the Seven Men Hanged,” SIM MZ2021/038:.001. accessed 29.11.2021, https:/sjim-

web.adlibhosting.com/AlS/Details/collect/ 14681,



Musings: Sydney Jewish Museum Journal SYDNCGY JEWISH MUSGUM

Vol. 1, No. 1. WHERE MISTORY HAS A VINCE

the imprisonment. He found two assistants, his son Otfto and fellow inmate artist Vilém
Konrad.” The result was the Brillat-Savarin in Terezin, a fantasy fable grounded in the
harsh conditions of the Nazis concentration camp, written in the Zeckendorf's mother
fongue.

Translating the Zeckendorf's story from Czech was a personal challenge, and not
only for the language itself, where the author used a formal, nineteenth century style to
convey the historicity of his story. It was the tragic end in Auschwitz of both the author and
illustrator of Brillat-Savarin in Terezin, that was known upfront and that gave an additional
emotive charge to the texts and images. As a special present for his wife, one would
imagine that Zeckendorf wished to help her to remember the happy and good times. Yet,
it seems that he himself could not escape the Terezin reality around him. He transposed
his own, and to a degree collective, experience of the Terezin life into his own — and
collective — memory of pre-war life, creating a narrative out of a stream of allegories and
metaphors reacting to the daily life struggles in the camp. This shifted the purpose of the
translation assignment to a new level: to convey the powerful art-form testimony which —
it seems - did not intend to become a testimony in the first place but which turned out to
be one by the run of personal and historic events.

Figure 1: Fred and Otto Zeckendorf, Brillat-Savarin in Terezin, lllustrated by Vilem Konrad, 1943,
SIM M2021/038:046.

*Vilem Konrad, aka Wilhelm or Willy Konrad (1892-1944) was most probably a graphic artist by profession.
He was deported to Terezin from Vienna on 14, 8. 1942 and further to the East on 8. 10. 1944, Vilem Konrad
was murdered in Auschwitz {Terezin Memorial, Database). His art was included in the exhibition
Theresienstadt-Konvolut (Axel, Konvalut, 2002, 108), and is represented in the collection of the Jewish
Museum in Frague.
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ART IN TEREZIN

This article is concerned primarily with Fred Zeckendorf's literary work, until now
concealed in his family collection. As a talented amateur painter, he also applied his
imagination to create surprising narratives in literary fiction for reasons we shall discuss
later. To provide the context for understanding of the broader genesis and circumstances
of the Zeckendorf's art, this section offers a brief insight into the occurrence of visual art
and culture in Terezin.

Some of the richest archives of documents, records and artworks from Terezin are
held in the Czech Republic in the Terezin Memorial in Terezin, the Jewish Museum in
Prague, and in Israel's Yad Vashem World Holocaust Remembrance Centre in Jerusalem.
These collections mainly comprise pictorial and written material, such as correspondence
and diaries, as well as survivors' post-Holocaust testimonies. To date, lesser known are
those who, like Fred Zeckendorf, wrote a fictional narrative perhaps best described as
‘from within their lived and immediate experience’. Interestingly, the latter had a creative
parallel in a special category of Terezin art represented by small hand-made objects or
tokens. Inmates often created these charms in secret from scarce scraps of wood or
metal.® While the charms held a symbolic visual connection to one's life, the fictional
narrative provided a refuge from harsh reality to increasingly abstract world for both the
author and the reader. In addition to the literature on Terezin visual art, several studies
over the past decades focused on theatre and music contribution to the Terezin creative
phenomenon. Among them, the Australian historian Joseph Toltz produced the first
Sydney performance of the children’s opera Brundibar,” which was performed in Terezin,
and has been seen by some scholars as part of the complex Nazi propaganda scheme.®

Arno Parik, an art historian at the Jewish Museum in Prague, explains the
emergence of Terezin's multifaceted cultural life:

... a5 a result of people being united by comman tradition, fate and countless inner bonds
.. [who] came together after years of forced isolation and persecution. It was not only
relatives and friends that meal here, but also experts in the most divarse fields who, after
years of inactivity worked together here ... cultural expressions of the inmates of Terezin
were in a strange sense freer than those allowed in the [occupied] society ... outside the
ghetto.’

A number of prominent Czech, German, Austrian and Dutch Jewish painters, graphic
artists and cartoonists were deported to Terezin. Among them, the most reputable
included Czechs Karel Fleischmann, Petr Kien, and Bedrich Fritta.'” Most of these artists
were assigned to work in the ghetto’s technical department. Enduring long and exhausting
hours, they were made to produce plans and drawings of constructions for the Germans,

& View the extensive Sydney Jewish Museum collection of Terezin charms, accessed 28.11.2021,
https:/isjim-web.adlibhosting. com/AlS/Details/collect/7317.

" Joseph Toltz, Hidden Testimony: Musical experience and memory in Jewish Holocaust survivors. PhD
thesis, University of Sydney, 2011; Joseph Toltz, “Ethnography and the empathic imperative: negotiating
histories in The Sydney Brundibar Project,” Studies in Musical Theatre 14 (2020), 23-36.

“ See for example, Nazi propaganda film about Theresienstadt/Terezin. accessed 20.4.2022,
https://collections.ushmm.org/searchicataloglirm 1002079,

= Arno Parik, "Art in the Terezin Ghetto.” Sesing through 'paradise’. Artists and the Terazin concentration
camp (Boston: Massachusetts College of Art, 1991), 49-50.

" Best known Terezin artists include Karel Fleischmann (1897-1944), Petr Kien (1919-1944), Bedrich Fritta
(1906-1944), Otto Ungar (1901-1945), Mofic Nagl (18589-1944) and Leo Haas (1801-1983), and the Dutch
artist Jo Spier (1900-1978).
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but they also had access to paper, pencils, ink and ather art materials, which they carefully
disguised and used to create their own art. According to Parik, they even held occasional
exhibitions, encouraging other visual artists and amateurs to participate in creative work.'!

It is not always a straightforward interpretation in judging some of the depicted
scenes by artists in Terezin. In their official work, they were ordered to show the "Nazi
version of the ghetto",'? the clean and orderly streets and productive labour by the well-
looked-after Jews. From the historical and documentary point of view, however, the most
authentic and truthful are the drawings sketched in hurry in secluded places and then
hidden away from the eyes of the ghetto guards. Although these had to be done frequently
from memory, their immediacy and first-hand witness value cannot be misjudged. For
example, drawings by two Czech Terezin artists, Leo Haas and Mo¥ic Nagl, were used as
visual evidence during the Eichmann trial in 1961.%*

Many other inmates were drawn to create art, both words and images, music or
objects, to reminisce the life as they knew it before the incarceration, or to express their
hopes for the future. Their works provide an insight into the intellectual survival of creative
minds for whom the dehumanization of their spirit would equal to physical suffering and
anguish.

FRED ZECKENDORF

One of the artists who maintained a strong belief in humanity and happier future was
Bed¥ich (Fred) Zeckendorf (1833-1944). He seemingly first discovered the scope of his
creativity in Terezin, but we would not find his name on the official list of the Czech Terezin
artists. Fred's art remained, until recently, unseen by the public. Information on
Zeckendorf's life and work in Prague before the war is scarce. Moreover, along with the
2021 pandemic, research for this article had its limits as personal viewing of the artworks
or contact with the elderly donor were constrained.™ Nonetheless, from the sources
available online,'® and snippets of information ascertained from Zeckendorf's creative
work, a simple portrait can be drawn.

Fred Zeckendorf was born Bedrich on 21 August 1893 in a small historical
municipality in Bohemia, called Popovice. Located about 35 kilometres south from Prague,
the picturesque countryside with green hills and forests will be later remembered and
recreated by the artist during the dark days in Terezin. Young Fred most likely studied in
Prague. His writing reveals an educated, talented and well-travelled linguist. We learn that
in 1914, at the outbreak of the WW 1, Fred, aged twenty-one, served in the army, based
some 150 km south-west from Prague. He achieved the rank of first lieutenant and
remained in reserve after the war.'® On 26 September 1920, Fred Zeckendorf married a

" Arno Parik, “Art in the Terezin Ghetto,” 50.

2 Arno Pafik, “Art in the Terezin Ghetto,” 50.

3 Mordechai Ansbacher, Transcript of testimony given at Trials of War Criminals before the Nuremberg
Military ~ Tribunal, 19561, Session  038-05, Eichmann  Adolf.  accessed  89.2021,
https:/fwww.nizkor.org/session-038-05-sichmann-adalff.

| thank Roslyn Sugarman and Anne Slade from the curatorial department at the Sydney Jewish

Museum, for their advice,

5 Information on Zeckendorf's family are scattered across online databases, including the Terezin
Memorial www. pamatnik-terezin.cz/?lang=en; Jewish Museum Prague
https:/icollections.jewishmuseum.cz/index. php;, Terezin Initiative Institute

http:/fwww terezinstudies.cz/index.html_and the European Holocaust Research Infrastructure
https://portal.ebri-project.ew/, all accessed between September and November, 2021,

18 “Zackendorf" accessed 2.11.2021, hitps-//callections. jewishmuseum.czfindex. php,



Musings: Sydney Jewish Museum Journal SYDNCGY JEWISH MUSGUM

Vol. 1, No. 1. WHERE HISTORY HAS A VINCE

22-year-old Anna. They continued living in Popovice, where their only child, son Otto, was
born on 17 March 1923. In 1930, Fred's name appeared as the proprietor and manager
of the family's mill business.'” It seems that not long afterwards, he left the mill'® and
moved his family to Prague, living a comfortable life in the capital city. Restaurants, cafes,
bars, theatres, schools and libraries were still open to Jews in the mid-1930s, but
conditions rapidly worsened after the German occupation in March 1939. On 30 January
1942, the Zeckendorf family, Fred, Anna and Otto, were deported to Terezin.'® After
enduring the Terezin's admission process which involved delousing, family separation and
loss of property,® the Zeckendorfs were housed in the huge and overcrowded Kavalier
barracks. Fred was assigned to the administration duties, Anna worked outdoor in the
fields,?! and young Otto was registered working as a mechanic.??
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Figure 2: Fred Zeckendorf, Lining up for Food: Kitchen in Kavaher barracks. 1942,
SIM M202 14038005,

According to Roslyn Sugarman, curator at the Sydney Jewish Museum, the artist focused on
painting themes of his most immediate ghetto life and experience:

V'

Food, Work, Prayer and Deportation ... he had no formal training ... yvet his artistic skills demaonstrate
knowledge of the rules of perspective and composition. Picturesque scenes reveal a keen eye for detail
.. There are no skeletal figures, no portrayals of cruelty and brutality, Instead, his colourful arbworks
invoke an escape from the hell of the ghetto into a serene, peaceful, almost idyllic landscape,

The Fred Zeckendorf's donation of more than thirty-five watercolours, drawings, cards and letters
enriches the already significant Sydney Jewish Museum holdings of Terezin art and artefacts. It
featured in a temporary exhibition, complemented with new research and translations.® Yet, it is
the Zeckendorfs’ unique literary work that we turn our attention to in the next section.

" “Historic water-mill-database,” accessed 19.4.2022,

https:ffwww vodnimlyny.cz/mlynyfobjekby/detail/594 1-popovicky-mlyn,

18 Sydney Jewish Museum, Fred Zeckendorf’s callaction, object M202 1/038:015.

% “Terezin Memorial,” accessed 2.11.2021, www.pamatnik-terezin.cz/?lang=en.

1 Edith Sheldon, “Surviving the horrors of the Holocaust taught me what's important,” The Sydnay Morning
Herald, 30.1.2021. httpsdfwww.smh.com.au/lifestyle/life-and-relationships/surviving-the-horrors-of-the-
holocaust-tavght-me-what-s-important-202 101 28-p56xfw . html_accessed 28.11.2021.

#I Roslyn Sugarman, The Unknown Paintings of Fred Feckendorf (Sydney Jewish Museum, 2021), 3, 6.

# Tarezin Memorial, “Research and Collection”, accessed 24.11.2021, www. pamatnik-terezin.cz/?lang=en.
# Roslyn Sugarman, The Unknown Paintings of Fred Zeckendorf, 6.

# “The Unknown Paintings of Fred Zeckendorf,” Sydney Jewish Museum, November 2021 to April 2022,
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LITERARY GENRES OF THE HOLOCAUST AND AUSTRALIA

It is not easy to categorize Zeckendorf's manuscript Brillat-Savarin in Terezin. It was first
thought to be a Czech food recipes compilation, and indeed, given the accompanying
illustrations, that is what it looked like. Besides, every Prague citizen has heard of the
famed and stylish Savarin club and restaurant in the heart of the city. However, it soon
became apparent that the author had higher aspirations. It seems that Zeckendorf
wanted to suppress the unforgiving and relentless reality, but at the same time he did not
want to conceal it completely. To achieve that, he explores the power of fiction as a tool
for his story. Not surprisingly, there are not many known examples of this style in
Holocaust literature.

A broad survey of contemporary Holocaust literary historiography reflects interest
in biographical themes in Australia. Since its inception, the Sydney Jewish Museum has
encouraged Holocaust survivors to record their testimonies. As a result, several their
stories, based either on authentic personal diaries, or earlier recordings for the Shoah
Foundation, were published.?

Of recent interest are topics requiring greater courage on the publisher's side,
such as the ‘shifting landscapes of memory'“® which examines the validity of human
memory in the context of testimonial interpretation and the ensuing repercussions.
Similarly, the analysis of the memory of the Holocaust and its suffering from a theological
standpoint reflects new academic ground. This was introduced to the Australian
scholarship by Avril Alba in 2015, with the Sydney Jewish Museum being one of the
investigated core case studies.?’

A subject that has attracted recent interest but appears to be lagging in Australia
is Holocaust societal and gender studies. Anna Hajkova's The Last Ghefto: An Everyday
History of Theresienstadt claims to be among the first to break the Holocaust taboos,
inevitably sharpening the discourse about the Holocaust memory and its authenticity.
Hajkova engaged in more critical analysis of the survivors’ testimonies,?® which in turn
resulted in an interesting discussion about testimonies’ veracity among some of the
Czech Holocaust survivors and descendants. Such concerns were not raised in
Australia, when the Sydney Jewish Museum invited Hajkova to introduce her book to the
local audience, presumably including also survivors and descendants.

“ Some of these stories, such as those of the late Lotte Weiss (My Two Lives, 2014) and the late Eddie Jaku
(The Happiest Man on Earth, 2021) reached world-wide audiences. Today, the museum provides access to
thousands of Holocaust testimanies.

“ Konrad Kwiet and Jorgen Matthaus (eds.) Contemporary Responses fo the Holocaust (Westport, CT:
Fraeger Publishers, 2004), xii-xv.

T Awril Alba, The Holocaust Memory Museums: Sacred Secular Spaces (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2015), 166-68.

“8 Anna Hajkova, The Last Ghetto: An Everyday History of Theresienstadt (New York: Oxford University Press,
20200, 141-152, 326

* Personal email communication (2020). Separately, Dr Hajkova, associate a professor of history at the
University of Warwick, was criticized for insufficient evidence for her claims of a leshian affair between a
Terezin survivor (whose name she disclosed) and a Mazi guard, accessed 19.11.202,
https:/fwww.theguardian.com/education/2020/dec/2 1/court-fines-historian-over-claims-holocaust-survivor-
leshian-affair.

M UMew History of the Theresienstadt Ghetto by Anna Hajkova,” Sydney Jewish Museum. Webinar, 6 July,
2021,
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Elie Wiesel (1928-2016), Holocaust writer, Auschwitz survivor and symbol of the
duty to remember, waited ten years after his liberation to allow himself speaking out.?!
His seminal autobiography Night, first published in 1958, was one of the earliest literary
responses to the Holocaust, Wiesel's personal and realistic account of his experiences as
an adolescent who witnessed the atrocities and horrors of Auschwitz may have been too
confronting for other survivors to convey their own experiences. Subsequently, in the
1960s, Holocaust fiction begun to emerge as a new literary genre.

MNonetheless, it would be inadequate to label Fred Zeckendorf's writing as simply
a piece of Holocaust fiction, despite it conveying a series of fictitious events and
allegories about food, cooking and eating.

TEREZIN, FRED ZECKENDORF AND HIS STORY BRILLAT-SAVARIN IN TEREZIN

Starvation was widely used by the Nazis as a tool of demoralisation and destruction. For
example, Mordechai Ansbacher (1927-2021), a Terezin survivor and witness testifying at
the Eichmann trial in 1961, was invited to interpret a 1943 realistic drawing by Leo Haas:

This is a terrible, realistic picture ... a death cart around which scores of people have
crowded. One could think that this was possibly a funeral, but it was not. These
people are looking for bread crumbs, remnants of food or bread inside the cart which
had been transporting food. This is a picture of daily life as it was there. Here is the
barrel from which soup was distributed, and occasionally there remained at the
bottorn a few more crumbs or potato peels, food residue. In their hunger, the people
- sometimes they were very distinguished persons - would jump into the barrel in
order to grovel for remnants of food... Amongst them were doctors, millionaires,
business men ... There were hungry people who grabbed the food remnants or potato
peels and swallowed them without even cooking them.?

Elie Wiesel, in Night, tells the story of an inmate in Auschwitz whose starvation drove him
on a suicidal mission to two untended cauldrons of hot soup, resulting in him being shot
by a guard. The victim fell to the floor writhing, "his face stained by the soup.” 3 Wiesel
asserted that his very existence was contingent on his next meal: "l was nothing but a
body. Perhaps even less: a famished stomach. The stomach alone was measuring time.”
34

This was the reality that consumed the prisoners of Terezin from the first moment
they arrived. Securing food meant to survive. Hunger and death shaped the time in Terezin
and scavenging for food was constantly on everybody's mind.

The fictitious plot of the Zeckendorf's story revolves around the famous 1800s
French gastronomy connoisseur Brillat-Savarin,® and his adventures as he investigates a
mysterious scrap of paper with German writing on it. It looked like a weekly menu of a very
limited and repetitive food repertoire served in minuscule servings. ‘Professor’ Brillat-
Savarin demands to find out who would commit such a transgression against fine cuisine
and dining. In no time, his helpers report back, and Brillat-Savarin learns about a small

* Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Marion Wiesel (New York: Hill and Wang, 2008), xv.

*# Mordechai Ansbacher, Transcripf of [his] festimony.

* Elie Wiesel, Night, 50-60.

# Elie Wiesel, Night, B2,

*# Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin (1755-1826), French lawyer turned a famed cuisine connoisseur and
essayist on gastronomy. A Baroque palace of his name still stands in Prague, housing an elegant café since
between the wars, frequented by the middle-class Jews.
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town in northern Bohemia called Terezfn and its people who adore food and worship every
cook and kitchenhand. Brillat-Savarin and a small party of his friends decide to visit this
new culinary culture and taste it for themselves. The trip takes the main protagonist around
the entire Terezfn camp machinery and Proviantur or Distribution and Provisions
departments. While he meets chefs and food administrators, observes food preparation,
Brillat-Savarin shares the most improbable recipes and cooking tips.

The eighteen chapters feature a lively blend of stories, fantastical adventures,
bogus recipes and grotesque encounters in Terezfn kitchens of industrial size. The
Professor observes the secrets of preparation of the ever-present daily Terezfn-menu
speciality, Linsensuppe. "The people of Terezfn can't get enough of the lentil soup - they
eat it with equal disdain at noon and in the evening, they make all sorts of deals to get a
little more of it ... and they even form long dense queues after lunch and dinner in the
hope of getting a little more of this bellowed brew.' The Professor is also introduced to the
many 'Chefs' specials, such as the Creme du cafe, a 'mix of all dregs from the morning
coffee boiled down in cauldrons to a thick tar...". In another chapter, he is invited to taste
the 'speckled potatoes that were buried in the ground for 100 years to achieve the sought-
after taste of Chinese rotten eggs .. ." Written with tongue-in-cheek, one is reminded of the
dissident Good Soldier Svejk, the Czech 1920s dark humour classic by Jaroslav Hasek,
which Zeckendorf may have well been familiar with.

11
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Figure 3: Fred Zeckendorf, Idyllic chapter about coffee, by lllustration by Vilem Konrad, 1943.
SJM M2021/038:046.

Translation

BLIEMCHENKAFFEE! [A witty Czech version of German B/umchenkaffee - a very thin watery
coffee] What a delightful word! It brings to mind our lovely flora, the blue chicory, the green
fruits of figs, the red-green and brown colours of autumn woods and all the rest of the crap,
blended into a delicious coffee blend called Me/ta. Even so, the professor and his company
were convinced of the great taste of this floral coffee, best known and processed in Saxony
under the name Bliemchenkaffee. They therefore went to Dresden, where the original
adaptation of this delicacy could already be traced by its name.
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THE DANGER OF A HOLOCAUST METAPHOR

Zeckendorf conceived the Brillat-Savarin in Terezin as a poetic illustrated fiction about
gastronomic adventures, set in real time and real place of the Terezin ghetto. German
names of real people and buildings are identifiable. Zeckendorf's language is peppered
with Terezin vernacular or rich mix of German, Yiddish, Czech and French. The storybook
was intended as a wedding day anniversary gift to the author's wife Anna on 26 September
1943. It was most likely intended to please Anna and make her smile when remembering
their wedding 23 years earlier. The funny stories would distract her mind from the daily
tragedies and struggles, and maybe even bring hope for the future of her family.

However, without understanding the real stage at which the adventures of Brillat-
Savarin in Terezin were presented, and without grasping the purpose of the story, the
resulting interpretation could shift significantly. As mentioned in the case of Terezin visual
art, and as it is also the case of fictional literary works, art could be used to fabricate the
reality to suit the Nazis. Even if created freely by the authar, the exaggeration and sarcasm
in Fred Zeckendorf's fiction could be seen as a portrait of reality, and as such, could
acquire a very different meaning. The risk of misinterpreting Holocaust fiction can be
lowered by providing the appropriate background — something that has been at the heart
of the Sydney Jewish Museum since its foundation. Learning from the Terezin survivar's
testimonies can help to appreciate how Zeckendorf, the writer, used his imagination and
artistic licence to give life to his fictional and grotesque characters. It is also up to the
reader of any Holocaust literary narrative to distinguish between its documentary value
and art or literary response to the specific moment in time of their creation.®® There are
ample opportunities on all levels in Sydney to learn about and understand the Holocaust
histary.?”

Figure 4: Brr'Hat-San in Terazin. Detail of the content page with p-nrtrai of the authors. (L to R) Fred
Zeckendorf the writer, Otto Zeckendorf the chef, Vilem Konrad the artist, SIM M202 1/038:046.

¥ On analysis of the Holocaust metaphor, see James Edward Young. Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust:
Narrative and the Consequences of Interpretation (Indiana University Press, 1988), 83-90.

¥ See the Australian Jewish Historical Society, A.M.Rosenblum Jewish Museum at The Great Synagogue,
the Archive of Australian Judaica and the Sydney Jewish Museum.
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TRANSLATING THE HOLOCAUST
Given the nature of this assignment, details of Fred Zeckendorf's last transport and his
death could be ascertained from several databases of victims of Terezin and Auschwitz.
Thus, from the first line of the manuscript, which happened to be a dedication line to his
wife Anna, dated 26 September 1943, one is aware of the author’s fate. There is no other
way to describe it than as the horrifying death hanging over every word and line of the
story, regardless its original humorous or witty intention. And by translating the original
lines, it was as if increasing the pain of those who survived and for whom the manuscript
was the last tangible precious memento of hushand and father.

On 28 September 1944, the author himself, his son Otto Zeckendorf and nephew
Jan Zeckendorf were on the train to Auschwitz, in transport marked 'Ek’, with other 2,499
prisoners, diligently registered under their respective numbers 434, 436, 125.°% Every
sentence in the Czech language reminded us that not long after Fred Zeckendorf's brilliant
mind which plotted the stories filled with humour and hope will stare into the face of death,
alone and in the most unthinkable horror of the moment. There will be no more escape
into the light of sarcasm, the Greek ancient history, or séance with the French gourmand
Brillat-Savarin. There will be an end. Fred Zeckendorf, aged 51, was murdered upon arrival
in Auschwitz.* Jan Zeckendorf, aged 22, did not survive. Otto Zeckendorf, aged 21, was
transferred 700 km west to Buchenwald/Meuselwitz concentration/labour camp in
Germany; he was liberated in April 19454 Fred's wife and Otto’s mother, Anna
Zeckendorf, aged 47, was liberated in Terezin in May 1945, At the time of Soviet troops
entering the ghetto, they encountered some 30,000 prisoners.®! Vilém Konrad, the artist
and talented illustrator whose whimsical drawings elevated the Brillat-Savarin story into the
higher level, was deported to the East barely two weeks after Fred Zeckendorf and met the
same horrific death. If for no other reason, the dark cloud of death of both artists Fred
Zeckendorf and Vilém Konrad, makes this fictional story in the end an eloquent Holocaust
victims' testimony.

CONCLUSION

While the Sydney Jewish Museum curators understand the difficulties for the Holocaust
survivors' families to part with precious memorabilia, this case of unearthing the 1943
Terezin art by duo artists Zeckendorf-Konrad manifests the significance of sharing and
researching such a material.

As described by Sugarman, the delicate negotiations took the curators on a three-
year journey at which conclusion was an emotionally difficult parting of a son "with the only
tangible link to his father".* That the collection of Terezin watercolours also comprised a
unique Terezin literary work, seemingly to date unparalleled within the known Holocaust
writing in Australia, further confirms the Sydney Jewish Museum'’s international standing
among the world keepers of the Holocaust memory.

The Terezin concentration camp was part in the chain of destructive steps
implementing the monstrous “Final Solution” — the Mazis policy of annihilation of the
European Jews. Despite the huge losses of Jewish lives and eradication of entire

* Terezin Memorial, “Research and Collection”, accessed 24.11.2021, www. pamatnik-terezin.cz/?lang=en.
* Roslyn Sugarman, The Unknown Faintings of Fred Zeckendorf, 3.

“ Terezin Memorial, “Research and Collection”, accessed 24.11.2021, www. pamatnik-terezin.cz/?lang=en;
Roslyn Sugarman, The Unknown Faintings of Fred Zeckendorf, 3.

“ Holocaust Encyclopedia. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. “Theresienstadt Key Dates,”
accessed 8.9.2021. https:fencyclopedia.ushmm.org/content'enfarticleftheresienstadt-key-dates.

* Roslyn Sugarman, The Unknown Faintings of Fred Zeckendorf, 3.
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communities, Jewish faith and culture survived in Europe and is thriving on the other side
of the world, in Australia. Zeckendorf's family visual art and literary collection enriches the
Sydney Jewish Museum'’s holdings of other Terezin artworks, photographs, memorabilia,
documents, and records. It greatly expands the knowledge and universal understanding
of the historical significance of the Terezin art phenomenon in conveying the profound
human impact of the Holocaust.

POSTSCRIPT

On 27 March 2022, guests attending a talk on Fred Zeckendorf's art at the Sydney Jewish
Museum, were treated to a few surprise encounters.*® Firstly, the opening address revealed
that the donor, Otto Zeckendorf who is approaching 100 years of age, was attending the
event. Seated in the first row in his wheelchair, Otto was greeted with enthusiastic
applause. Soon, the applause filled the room again when Paul Drexler, a Holocaust survivor
shared his moving story of a young boy incarcerated in Terezin. Finally, in closing the day,
sue Zeckendorf, Otto’s daughter and Fred’'s granddaughter, took the stage to announce
her family's decision to donate the remaining artworks to the Sydney Jewish Museum. She
then presented the precious heirloom to the curator, only this time, the room fell silent:
everybody was stunned to witness such a generous gift to the museum collection.

* Between Fantasy and Reality: Art in Terezin was an event presented by Roslyn Sugarman of the Sydney
Jewish Museum, Jana Vytrhlik of the AM Rosenblum Jewish Museum and Paul Drexler, a Holocaust survivor
and child inmate of Terezin. Assistance of Sue Zeckendorf, Anne and Alan Slade and the staff of the Sydney
Jewish Museum is gratefully acknowledged.
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